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Aims:  To improve young people’s awareness of the prevalence of hoaxes 

and fake stories on social media and how to identify them. 
 
Learning Outcomes:  
By the end of the session the participants will: 

 Be aware of the prevalence of fake stories on social media 

 Understand the implications of spreading fake stories 

 Know how to identify fake stories 
 
Group size: 8-10 
  
Time: 1 hour    Venue:  Youth club  
 
Materials:  

 Flip chart & pens   

 Story cards & notes 

 Why? headings 
 

 Information sheet  

 Urban myths & fake warnings sheets 
 

 

Time What With 

5 mins Introduce the session and agree your ground rules.  Discuss the 
way that social media gives us access to huge amounts of 
information, which makes it very useful and very powerful.  
However, we need to be aware that not all information is 
accurate.   
 

Flip chart & 
pens 

10 mins How can you tell if stories are fake? 
 

It is important that people always stop and think about whether 
the information they’re reading is true before letting it affect their 
opinion, and especially before sharing it.   
 

Go through the points on the information sheet to get a better 
idea of how to spot that a story may not be true or accurate. 
 

Info sheet 

15 mins Spotting the clues 
 

Split the group into twos or threes, give each one a Story Card 
and get them to decide if it is fake and what the clues are. 
Feedback and discuss as a whole group. 
 

Story cards & 
overview 

10 mins Fake warnings / scare stories / urban myths 
 

Talk about the fact that if you use social media, you’ll have seen 
loads of stories warning you about scams; alerting you to 
inventive ways of attacking or robbing you; sharing horrifying 
stories about dangerous creatures etc.   
 

It is really easy to instantly share these to make sure everyone is 
warned or can share the entertainment…but are they true? 
 

Urban myths & 
fake warnings 
sheet 
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Time What With 

 
There are several websites (such as www.snopes.com) which 
check these stories – always have a look at one of these before 
believing or sharing. 
 

Go through the list of urban myths etc and see how many of them 
(or variations of them) the young people have seen and / or 
shared.   
 

5 mins Why does it happen? 
 
Think about why people post fake stories.  
 
Cut out the headings and place them on the floor or a table.  Ask 
the young people which heading they think each of the fake 
stories you looked at in the previous activity fit under.  This can 
be done in pairs / small group, or the whole group can discuss it 
together.  Encourage the young people to come up with other 
reasons, in addition to the headings provided. 
 
 

Why? Headings 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5 mins  But why do they keep going?   
 
Create a list of why you think people share, forward or cut & 
paste fake stories. 
 
Ideas might include: 

 They want to help or be seen to be helpful 

 They want to be the first to share exciting info 

 People want to be part of a shared experience 

 They trust what friends or family post 

 They don’t want to spend the extra time checking if it’s true 

 They don’t want to look like a ‘know it all’ by pointing out a 
fake. 

 

Flip chart & 
pens 

5 mins Questions and evaluation 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
  

http://www.snopes.com/
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Anonymous sources 

. 

Be suspicious of 
things like: 
“sources close to 
the victim” 
“a police officer” 

“A source who does not wish 
to be named” 

Breaking news 

 

Reports 
coming 
straight after a 
major incident 
are often 

incorrect because of 
confusion and the rush to be 
first. 

Multiple sources 

 

Look for the 
same story 
from several 

sources.  Compare the 
similarities to get a more 
balanced view. 

Photos 

 

Just because 
there’s a photo 
doesn’t make it 
true!  Images used 

could be stock photos not 
really connected to the story 
or may have been photo-
shopped. 

Emotional 

 

Fake stories will 
try to stir up 
emotions so that 
you share them 

without thinking it through.  
Beware of anything that tries 
to incite outrage etc. 

Sponsored content 

 

Sometimes articles 
have a (usually very 
small) heading 
saying sponsored 

content or advertisement. 
This means they have been 
paid for and are likely to be 
biased. 

Who wrote it? 

 

Articles generally 
feature the 
journalist’s name 

(byline).  You can check if 
they are a real journalist if 
you’re not sure of the story. 

Reliable source 

 

Look for 
trustworthy 
sources like 
BBC, Private 

Eye, Financial Times etc.  
However, be aware that all 
media may have their own 
bias, especially politically. 

Bigotry 

 

Fake stories are 
an effective way of 
inciting bad feeling 
towards a specific 

religion, race, gender, 
political party etc.  Be 
cautious of anything which 
seems bigoted. 

 

Beyond the Headline 

 

There is often a 
shocking 
headline which 

prompts an emotional 
response, but if you read the 
full article the story may be 
quite different. 

Dates 

 

Check the date 
of the story. It 
may be 

obviously fake if it’s dated 
before the event etc. 

 

Well written? 

 

If the story is 
presenting itself 
as journalism 
but is full of 

spelling and grammar 
mistakes or is oddly 
formatted you should 
investigate further. 
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Story Card 1 

 

This is fake story written for satirical / comedy reasons.  
 

 ‘The Onion’ is a well-known satire site, so it’s fair to assume anything on here 
will be fake! 

 The idea of a historic preservation society wanting to destroy a building seems 
unlikely. 

 Stories about Donald Trump are likely to get attention and incite opinion. 
 

 

Story Card 2 

 

This may or may not be true. 
 

 There is no source quoted (reliable or otherwise) 

 The picture could be genuine or it could be photoshopped 

 If it is genuine, it may be another location or changes to the flowers may have 
other causes. 

 

 

Story Card 3 

 

This is fake. 
 

 If a high profile celebrity has died, announcements will come from all the major 
media sources – be suspicious if you only see it originate from one. 

 “A purported Fox News video…” is very vague.  You would expect to see a 
more reliable source quoted. 

 Headlines like this can be used as ‘click bait’ so you click on the link for the full 
story taking you to a website which makes money from advertising or 
potentially making you vulnerable to viruses / malware. 

 

 

Story Card 4 

 

This is fake. 
 

 A quick check shows there is no journalist called G Stevens, nor a Tory 
Spokesman called Michael Green. 

 A major policy & budget decision like this would be announced on all the key 
news networks. 

 In a time of austerity and public spending cuts, news like this is likely to incite 
anti-immigrant opinions. 

 The story encourages readers to ‘click to tweet’ to further share the 
inflammatory headline  

 

 
 

Fake Stories on Social Media Session 

Story Cards Overview 
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1. Knock out perfume 

 

Example of post: 
 

I was approached yesterday afternoon around 3:30pm in ASDA car by two males asking what 
kind of perfume I was wearing. Then they asked if I’d like to sample some fabulous scent they 
were willing to sell me at a very reasonable rate. I probably would have 
agreed had I not received an email some weeks ago, warning of a 
“want to smell this perfume?” scam.  THIS IS NOT PERFUME – IT IS 
ETHER! 
 

When you sniff it, you’ll pass out. And they’ll take your valuables, and 
heaven knows what else.  PASS THIS ALONG TO ALL YOUR 
WOMEN FRIENDS, AND PLEASE BE ALERT, AND AWARE!! 
 
 

What fact checkers say: 
 

No one has reported having been robbed in this manner, save for one woman in 1999 whose 
claim was suspect. This scenario isn’t really plausible because, despite what books and 
television shows suggest, rendering a person unconscious from a mere sniff or two of some 
substance is not easy to do. Ether requires a lot more than a quick inhalation to knock a 
person out. In fact, it’s hard to think of any substance that could produce the instant 
unconsciousness described here. 
 

 

2. Super Spider 

 

Example of post: 
 

 

This same image has made the online rounds 

several times, variously described as picturing a 

Giant Hawaiian Cane Spider, an Angolan Witch 

spider (so large that it eats cats and dogs and 

requires several bullets to kill), and a Columbian 

Diablo spider. 

 

 

 

 

 
What fact checkers say: 
 

The picture was just a bit of digital fakery.  Although cane spiders do inhabit Hawaii (and other 
parts of the U.S.), they don’t grow to nearly that size. Cane spiders are only about an inch 
long, with a leg span that reaches up to 5 inches wide.  Even the world’s largest spiders aren’t 
nearly as big as the one pictured. The largest known spider species have a leg span of no 
more than about 12 inches and in repose will generally fit into the hand of an adult human 
male. 
 

  

Fake Stories on Social Media Session 

Urban Myths & Fake Warnings 
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3. Mobile explosion 

 

Example of post: 
 

The Shell Oil Company recently issued a warning about three incidents where Mobile Phones 
have ignited fumes while being answered or ringing during fuelling operations: 
 

Case 1: The phone was placed on the car’s trunk lid during fueling, it rang and the ensuing 
fire destroyed the car and the gasoline pump. 
 

Case 2: An individual suffered severe burns to their face when fumes ignited as they 
answered a call while refueling their car. 
 

Case 3: An individual suffered burns to the thigh and groin as fumes ignited when the phone, 
which was in their pocket, rang while they were fueling their car. 

 

It is a misconception that Mobile Phones are intrinsically safe and can’t 
ignite fuel/fumes. Mobile phones that light up when switched on, or when 
they ring, have enough energy released to provide a spark for ignition. 
Mobile phones should not be used in filling stations, or when fuelling lawn 
mowers, boats etc. 
 

Please share this with family members and friends to help keep everyone 
safe. 
 

 

What fact checkers say: 

 

According to some experts, there is a danger that using a mobile phone near gas pumps 
could set off an explosion, but not only have we found no real-life instances of such an 
explosion occurring, we don’t know anyone who has demonstrated experimentally that it’s 
even possible (including the folks at The Discovery Channel’s Mythbusters program). 
 

 

4. Paying for Facebook 

 

Example of post: 
 

At a press conference this morning, Facebook rolled out their new monthly service plan which 
begins November 1st of this year. The social media giant says they will start 
charging members $2.99/mo to use the services that the site has to offer. 
 

“After thinking long and hard about this decision, at the end of the day, we 
were forced to add this monthly fee,” Facebook founder and CEO Mark 
Zuckerberg told reporters. “If we don’t do something about our rising costs 
now, Facebook could cease to exist in the near future.” 
 
 

What fact checkers say: 
 

Claim that Facebook plan to put user charges in place are often bait to lure people to a 
protest page with a hidden malicious payload.  There are no plans to require payment from 
those who use the site, the company’s chief operating officer, Sheryl Sandberg, said in an 
April 2009 Business Week interview that: “The answer is no, we are not planning on charging 
a basic fee for our basic services. Once again, that question stems from people thinking we’re 
growing so quickly, we’re running out of money. We’re growing really quickly, but we can 
finance that growth. We’re not going to charge for our basic services.” 
 

In their Help Centre section, the social network said in answer to the query “Will Facebook 
ever charge for service?” quite plainly “No. We will always keep Facebook a free service for 
everyone.” 
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5. Free car! 

 

Example of post: 
 

 
 
 
There is a wide range of posts offering high value giveaways such a 
prestige cars, free iPads, extravagant all expenses paid trips to 
Disney World etc. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

What fact checkers say: 
 

The first clue the giveaways following this format were not on the up-and-up was the pages to 
which Facebook users were directed.  The pages had been created just days before the 
giveaway posts begin to appear and they were also not linked with car companies or other 
interests one might imagine could reasonably be expected to offer up a car in exchange for 
social media advertising (such as car dealerships, insurance companies, or large retailers). 
Were a legitimate company to engage in such a high-ticket contest giveaway, the incentive 
would be exposure; however, no corresponding promotional return on advertising investment 
was discernible in these Facebook giveaway claims. 
 

 

6. Dog thefts 

 

Example of post: 
 

Any dog owners beware, leaflet droppers or anyone walking around housing estates. 
Keep your eye out for small coloured STICKERS on gates or doors, gangs are marking how 
many dogs live there to steal and they are using them for DOG BAIT FOR FIGHTING. 
Ring the police immediately if you see any and inform the home owners. 
Remove the stickers immediately!  Red stickers are for big dogs, Yellow for 
medium and Pink for small breeds 
 

Please re-share and keep your dog safe! 
 

This is already happening in the Goole Yorkshire area, UK and could be 
spreading across the country. This is disgusting 
 
 

What fact checkers say: 
  

There’s no practical reason for persons seeking to commit crimes against property to 
surreptitiously mark the homes of their intended victims rather than simply recording the 
addresses of those homes.  This story has appeared in various countries and police have 
reassured people that there is no basis for concern. 
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7. KFR? 

 

Example of post: 
 

Don’t eat fast food!!!  I went to KFC yesterday and bought a 3 piece chicken tender. As I bit 
into it I noticed that it was very hard and rubbery which made me look at it. As I looked down 
at it I noticed that it was in a shape of a rat with a tail. It sent deep chills throughout my whole 
body! I’ve been feeling weird ever since.  
 

 
 
 

What fact checkers say: 
 

KFC initially responded to the social media hubbub by indicating that they were investigating 
the issue but were having difficulty contacting the complainant, while suggesting that what the 
customer in question had received was nothing more than an oddly-shaped Chicken Tender. 
 

“A customer has made a serious claim against KFC and refuses to cooperate in the 
investigation. The images the customer originally posted do not include a second angle 
because it clearly shows it’s a piece of hand-breaded white meat chicken. Based on this, and 
the fact that he refuses to allow anyone to see the product, we are left to believe that he 
intended to deceive the public with this hoax and we are considering all options.” 
 

 

8. Halloween drugs 

 

Example of post: 
 

Please show this to your kids and warn them not to take this from there friends because it is 
not candy!!! it is ecstasy!!! Please forward to everyone you know!!! 
 

 
 
 

What fact checkers say: 
 
Whilst some forms of Ecstasy are brightly coloured and look like candy, these forms of 
Ecstasy are not "new," they're not intended to appeal to children, and they're not likely to end 
up in kids' Halloween trick-or-treat bags. 
 

  



© Somerset Youth and Community Service 2017 

9. No sweat 

 

Example of post: 
 

Not just for women — men don’t forget to tell mom, cousins, etc. Deodorants (non-
antiperspirants) are very hard to find but there are a few out there. 
 

I just got information from a health seminar that I would like to share.  The leading cause of 
breast cancer is the use of anti-perspirant. 
 

What? Yes ANTI-PERSPIRANT. Most of the products out there 
are an anti-perspirant / deodorant combination so go home and 
check your labels.  Deodorant is fine, anti-perspirant is not. 
Here’s why:  The human body has a few areas that it uses to 
purge toxins; behind the knees, behind the ears, groin area, and 
armpits. The toxins are purged in the form of perspiration. 
 
 

What fact checkers say: 
 

There have been many extremely thorough epidemiological studies of breast cancer risk 
factors published in medical journals. We are not aware of any among these proving, or even 
suggesting, anti-perspirant use as a risk factor for breast cancer, much less the “leading 
cause” of the disease.  Lymph nodes clear some toxins from the body. But, they are not 
released through sweating. The American Cancer Society is not aware of any evidence that 
shows substances in deodorants or antiperspirants to be toxic or that cause DNA damage 
that could lead to cancer. Such products are rigorously tested before they can be marketed. 
 

 

10. 1984 smart phone prediction 

 

Example of post: 
 

 
In June 2017, a quote, purportedly taken from George 
Orwell’s novel 1984, spread widely online, forming the basis 
for several memes that presented it as a remarkable 
prediction of the power and ubiquitousness of smartphones. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

What fact checkers say: 
 

These words weren’t written by George Orwell in 1949, and do not appear in the novel 1984.  
However, they resemble a speech from the book, made by O’Brien, a member of “the Party” 
who works at the Ministry of Truth: 
 

“The proletarians will never revolt, not in a thousand years or a million. They cannot.  
I do not have to tell you the reason: you know it already.” 

 

The earliest appearance of the quote is in 2014 and is attributed to a theatre adaptation of 
1984. 
 

 



© Somerset Youth and Community Service 2017 

Fake Stories on Social Media Session – Why? 
 

Mischief 

A prank, like the social media equivalent of a crank call. 

 

Fake Stories on Social Media Session – Why? 

 

Politics 

To change people’s view point or affect the result of an election or other political 
situation. 
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Fake Stories on Social Media Session – Why? 
 

Commercial Gain  

To get people to visit a particular site or favour a particular product. 

 

Fake Stories on Social Media Session – Why? 

 

They got it wrong 

Media sources are always in a hurry to be the first to break a story, sometimes they 
don’t check properly and get things wrong through a genuine mistake. 
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Fake Stories on Social Media Session – Why? 
 

Joke / satire 

The fake story is intended to be funny or is produced as deliberate satire. 

 

Fake Stories on Social Media Session – Why? 

 

Prejudice  

To create hatred for a particular group, race, religion etc. 

 


